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Recent human rights reports have turned the spotlight on serious problems in Latin America,
despite the presence of elected governments throughout the region. The reports document grave
abuses, including extrajudicial killings, torture, and arbitrary arrests. The impunity enjoyed by most
security forces, plus amnesty laws passed in the name of national reconciliation, have compounded
the problems.
Several sources recently published reports on human rights violations in Latin America in 1996:
the Lima-based Comision Andina de Juristas (CAJ), the US State Department, the Sociedad
Interamericana de Prensa (SIP), the New York- based Human Rights Watch (HRW), and Amnesty
International (AI). Although the specific criticisms differed among the reports, they all cited cases of
grave abuse in most countries last year.
In its report, the CAJ found that rights pertaining to life, physical integrity, individual freedom, and
judicial guarantees are violated in all six countries that it investigated: Bolivia, Chile, Colombia,
Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela. The US State Department's 1996 report, released Jan. 30, reached
many of the same conclusions as the CAJ.
In addition, the State Department said that regional governments have failed to protect adequately
the rights of women, children, and indigenous people. Women, in particular, are victimized by
"cultural attitudes," and in many countries violence against women is still viewed as a domestic,
family concern, not a crime. Prison conditions were also criticized by the State Department in almost
every country, especially Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela.
Corrupt or inept judiciaries were denounced as well, particularly in Argentina, Bolivia, and
Venezuela. Throughout the region, indigenous and other minorities were subject to violence,
harassment, and discrimination, according to the State Department. For its part, the SIP recognized
that all countries formally proclaim freedom of the press.
Nevertheless, SIP said that indirect censorship and attacks on journalists occurred in several
countries. Among other cases of grave abuse, SIP cited the recent brutal murder of an Argentine
journalist, Jose Luis Cabezas. The AI, meanwhile, emphasized that human rights workers in Latin
America often find themselves especially singled out for abuse as a result of their activities. "While
governments limit themselves to making rhetorical statements, those who truly dedicate themselves
to the promotion and protection of human rights human rights defenders continually face obstacles
in carrying out their work," said the AI. "In several countries...they are the object of constant
persecution by agents of the state."
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Abuses found in all countries to varying degrees
The abuses documented last year differed from country to country and from report to report.
Following is a short synopsis of the central criticisms in each nation.

Argentina
The State Department cited instances of extrajudicial killings, physical mistreatment of detainees by
local police, and arbitrary arrest of citizens in its report.

Bolivia
According to the CAJ, ongoing conflicts between President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's
government and coca growers in the Chapare region have led to grave abuses by the government
against campesino activists. In addition, the CAJ specifically cited the kidnapping and torture by
security forces of Waldo Albarracin, president of the Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos
de Bolivia (APDHB).

Brazil
The State Department cited numerous abuses by police, and it said that the separate system of
special state police courts "is thought to be the single largest obstacle" to eliminating such excesses.
Meanwhile, national human rights organizations also point out the ongoing violence between land
owners and landless campesinos and the brutality often used by paramilitary or by police in dealing
with squatters (see NotiSur, 01/02/96 and 04/26/96).

Chile
The most serious allegations of human rights abuses reported by the State Department involved
torture, brutality, and use of excessive force by the police. In addition, Chilean human rights
workers report that, nearly seven years after the end of the military dictatorship, more than 100
political prisoners are still incarcerated, and their treatment contrasts sharply to the treatment given
to former military officers convicted of various crimes who are imprisoned in a special jail (see
NotiSur, 06/16/95 and 10/27/95).

Colombia
Both the CAJ and the State Department said major abuses last year included excesses by the security
forces, the presence of paramilitary groups, the corrupting power of drug trafficking, and the actions
of the guerrillas. In addition, the State Department said "credible reports" indicate that death
squads are active within the army. President Ernesto Samper "has not taken action to curb increased
abuses committed by paramilitary groups, verging on a policy of tacit acquiescence," read the
report. According to Pais Libre a Colombian nongovernmental organization that gives assistance to
families of kidnap victims an average of four people a day were abducted in 1996.

Ecuador
The State Department cited Ecuador's politicized and inefficient legal and judicial system, saying
that people are subject to arbitrary arrest, and once incarcerated, they may wait years for a trial
unless they resort to paying bribes.
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Paraguay
The State Department found instances of extrajudicial killings, torture and mistreatment of criminal
suspects and prisoners, and general weaknesses within the judiciary.

Peru
According to the State Department, in 1996, "security forces were responsible for extrajudicial
killings, disappearances, torture, and beatings." It also said that "prison conditions are extremely
harsh," and that Peruvians charged with terrorist acts are "singled out for particularly inhumane
treatment." For its part, the CAJ said one of the most serious problems in Peru is the continued
detention of innocent people jailed for terrorism. The commission also complained that civilians
accused of terrorism or drug trafficking continue to be tried by the military (see NotiSur, 01/19/96).
In addition to those two reports, serious abuses in Peru were also cited by several other
organizations. The HRW, for example, said justice in Peru has two faces: leniency toward
government forces who torture, rape and murder citizens, and severe penalties against civilians
who are tried in "faceless" courts by anonymous judges who preside over trials that are completely
lacking in due process.

Uruguay
The State Department report mentioned poor conditions in jails and alleged police abuses, as well as
discrimination against women and the black population.

Venezuela
The reports on this country generally emphasized deplorable prison conditions. The State
Department called Venezuela's prison conditions "so severe as to constitute inhuman and
degrading treatment." The AI also paid special attention to the deaths of 25 inmates at the Carcel de
la Planta jail several of whom were still awaiting trial when killed as a result of criminal action by
members of the National Guard (see NotiSur, 01/24/97).

US also criticized for role in Latin American abuses
Notwithstanding the State Department's critical report on rights violations last year, the US
government has also come under fire for allegedly supporting, either directly or indirectly, human
rights abuses in several countries. For example, the HRW, examining blatant abuses by Colombian
paramilitary organizations, blamed the US for contributing to the problem. According to the HRW, a
1991 plan by the Colombian army to reorganize intelligence operations led to the joint participation
of military and paramilitary forces in a new intelligence-gathering apparatus.
The reorganization was done with the assistance of a US Defense Department and CIA team.
According to the HRW, one of the units was responsible for the killings of at least 57 civilians in 1992
and 1993. In addition, the HRW criticized the US for providing weapons to the Colombian military,
ostensibly to fight drugs but without establishing mechanisms to ensure that US arms are not used
to commit human rights violations. The HRW said US military aid has gone to at least twenty©2011 The University of New Mexico,
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four military units devoted to fighting guerrillas, not drugs, and one of the units has committed
massacres that claimed the lives of at least 120 civilians.
Last November, both the HRW and the AI called on the US government to suspend military aid to
Colombia because of evidence that the Colombian armed forces support the actions of paramilitary
organizations. Impunity and amnesty decrees impede progress on human rights Adding to human
rights problems in Latin America is the widespread impunity enjoyed by security forces. In almost
every country, security forces rarely face prosecution for violations, including torture, rape, and
murder. The US State Department says rampant impunity is at the core of Colombia's human rights
violations. Colombian government figures indicate that those responsible for between 97% and
99.5% of all crimes are never brought to justice. The Samper administration has not taken action to
curb increased abuses by paramilitary groups, says the State Department, verging on a policy of tacit
acquiescence.
The State Department also referred to "a climate of impunity" and corruption within the judicial
systems in Brazil and Venezuela. Related to impunity is the passage in many countries of farreaching amnesty laws following the return to democracy or, in the case of Peru, during the fight
against terrorism. The laws are justified as the only way to achieve national reconciliation and move
beyond the dark days of military dictatorship and terrorist violence. However, the laws have their
own dark side, often institutionalizing impunity for even the most brutal abuses. "Efforts to bring
abusers to justice...are limited by the conflicting demands for justice and for national reconciliation,"
the State Department report says.
Although impunity is no longer a problem in Chile, the government's efforts to resolve cases related
to abuses that occurred during the former military government are stymied by a 1978 amnesty law.
In examining Peru, the State Department mentions the controversial 1995 law granting amnesty
to those who committed human rights abuses during the war on terrorism from May 1980 to June
1995. The law was pushed through a Congress controlled by President Alberto Fujimori with no
debate, and the same Congress later passed a second law blocking any judicial review of the law's
constitutionality (see NotiSur, 07/07/95).
Last July, the UN Human Rights Committee severely criticized Peru's amnesty law and called for
its repeal. In mid-December, a meeting organized by the Comite de Defensa de los Derechos del
Pueblo (Codepu), the Fundacion de Ayuda Social de las Iglesias Cristianas (Fasic), and the Chile
affiliate of Servicio Paz y Justicia (Serpaj-Chile) was held in Santiago, Chile, to examine impunity
and its effects on democratic processes. Adolfo Perez Esquivel, 1980 recipient of the Nobel Peace
Prize, and Fabiola Letelier, president of Codepu, warned that failing to punish those who commit
gross human rights violations contributes to the continuation of such violations and does not
promote stability. "Such attitudes call for forgetting in the name of guaranteeing the future," said
Perez Esquivel. "However, a society that erases the past and does not learn from it moves not toward
the future but toward an abyss."
UN official Louis Joinet called for a "human rights trilogy" regarding crimes against humanity:
knowing the truth; bringing those guilty of violations to justice; and giving adequate reparation to
victims and their families. Last December, the AI appealed to the Latin American heads of state
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meeting in Santa Cruz, Bolivia, to fulfill the commitment to promote and protect human rights made
by their representatives at the Summit of the Americas in Miami two years ago. According to the
AI, so far none of the countries that signed the Miami Action Plan has shown the clear political
will to move ahead with the reforms announced at the summit. (Sources: US State Department
1996 Human Rights Report; Human Rights Watch World Report 1997; United Press International,
01/31/97; Inter Press Service, 12/14/96, 12/30/96, 01/30/97, 02/02/97, 02/03/97; Reuter, 01/30/97,
02/02/97, 02/04/97, 02/05/97; Spanish news service EFE, 02/05/97, 02/06/97; PRNewswire, 02/07/97)

-- End --
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